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abOUt vinita bali
Vinita completed her MBA in India and pursued postgraduate 
studies in Business & Economics at Michigan State University 
on a scholarship from the Rotary International. 
She started her career in India and worked in senior roles with 
Cadbury confectionery in India, the UK, Nigeria and South Af-
rica. She also served on the boards of Cadbury Nigeria and 
Cadbury South Africa as Sales and Marketing Director. 
In 1994 she joined The Coca-Cola Company as its Worldwide 
Marketing Director, based in Atlanta, and was later appointed 
President of the Andean Division, based in Chile. In 2001, she 
became a Corporate Offi cer of the company and was appointed 
Vice President of Corporate Strategy, reporting to the Chairman. 
In January 2005, following 16 years of overseas assignments in 
a variety of marketing and general management positions in 
different countries, Vinita Bali was hired as the Managing Direc-
tor & CEO of Britannia Industries, India’s publicly listed, premier 
food company with revenue in excess of USD 750 million. 
In the fi ve years that Vinita has been at Britannia, she has 
steered the Company on the Health and Nutrition course and 
delivered its highest ever growth rate. Britannia is engaged with 
GAIN (Global Alliance for Improved Nutrition), UNWFP (United 
Nations World Food Program) and CGI (Clinton Global Initiative).
Vinita is also an Independent Director on the boards of several 
companies in India and serves on the Global Diversity and Ad-
visory Council of Novartis International.
A transformational leader, Vinita has won several awards and 
accolades for her business acumen and leadership and most 
recently was named “Business Woman of the Year — 2009” 
by The Economic Times and ranked 22nd among the world’s 
top 50 business women by The Financial Times. She also fea-
tured among the “33 women who have done India proud”.  •
tHE intErviEWEr
Th is interview was conducted in Bangalore, India, on June 28, 
2010 by Srinivas Reddy, Professor of Marketing at the Singapore 
Management University, Singapore, and member of the editorial 
board of MIR.
abOUt britannia inDUStriES ltD.
Britannia might not be famous all around the globe but in In-
dia it has certainly gained the status of being a “superbrand”.
Founded in 1892 as a small biscuit company in Calcutta, it 
grew continuously over the decades. In 1997 Britannia en-
tered the dairy market and has expanded its dairy business 
successfully every year since then. Britannia strode into the 
21st century as one of India’s largest brands and the pre-em-
inent food brand of the country. It was equally recognized for 
its innovative approach to products and marketing. In recogni-
tion of its vision and accelerating graph, Forbes Global rated 
Britannia, now headquartered in Bangalore, “one of the top 
200 small companies of the world”, and The Economic Times 
pegged Britannia India’s second most trusted brand in 2002. 
The company’s offerings are spread across a wide spectrum of 
products, ranging from healthy and economical biscuits to the 
more lifestyle-oriented bakery and dairy products. Almost 
one-third of India’s one billion-strong population trusts in the 
brands and products provided by Britannia.
{ Vinita Bali }
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MIR TALKS TO VINITA BALI, MANAGING DIRECTOR  
AND CEO OF BRITANNIA INDUSTRIES
Interview by Srinivas K. Reddy 
Today we live in a truly global economy, no matter 
whether we talk about goods, services or manpower. 
Whereas economic growth rates in Europe and North 
America remain moderate, many Asian countries are 
booming despite last year s´ economic downturn. This 
is reason enough for MIR to take a closer look at one of 
the rising stars: India. In June 2010, MIR talked to 
Vinita Bali, one of the few female CEOs of leading 
companies, who has worked in influential marketing 
positions on five continents. In describing how Britan-
nia, one of the most famous Indian brands, handles 
everyday business and marketing challenges, she de-
livers a bright picture of the Indian economic situation.
mir: Vinita, it’s a pleasure to meet you. Let’s start off with an inevitable 
question in light of recent events: how has the economic crisis affected 
Britannia? 
vinita bali: Let me take a slightly wider perspective because how 
Britannia has been affected is really a direct result of how India has 
been affected. Here, even in the worst case scenario, growth was be-
tween 6.5 % and 7.5 %. Britannia’s historical compound annual growth 
rate (CAGR) in the last four years has been 21 % but in the past year 
it has come down to a little over 10 %. This is partly due to the market 
conditions. I think what has been happening in India really is that the 
buoyancy which the country witnessed for the last seven or eight 
years has declined a little. But if you ask most Indians, unless you are 
in a few sectors which are largely dependent on exports, the going has 
been reasonably good. If you look at corporate earnings releases, 
there were one or two quarters last year where the automotive sector, 
textiles sector and a few other sectors that are dependent on exports 
didn’t really do well. But by and large, certainly in the FMCG sector, we 
are seeing very good top line growth. I think the reason for that is also 
quite peculiar to India and has to do with the diversity of packs and 
price points and the sheer factor of availability at more points of pur-
chase. I’ve studied this with some interest because it’s both a chal-
lenge for us as well as something that bogs down our performance.
mir: So for Britannia it’s both a challenge and a threat? 
vinita bali: Whilst I talk about 20 % plus top line growth, our profit-
ability has been under severe pressure for two reasons. One is an ex-
ternal factor which is the runaway inflation in commodities that we’ve 
seen, not just all over the world but also in India. So even today when 
you pick up the newspaper here, you will find reports of food inflation 
being 16 % or 17 %.
We used to talk about the CPI (consumer price index) not exceeding 
3.5 % or 4 % in our country. A majority of people’s disposable income 
is spent on food and India’s shine is diminished because many people 
can’t afford to buy the basics that they were used to or they should be 
entitled to. So, that’s a very critical external factor.
The second reason really has to do with the nature and composition of 
the particular industry that we operate in. So if I were to look at the 
business of Britannia, I would broadly break it up into two areas. There 
is the cereal and cereal-based business, which is the bakery busi-
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ness — characterized by a large number of local, privately owned play-
ers. And then there is the milk and milk-based business, which is our 
dairy business — dominated by cooperatives. Dairy, of course, is quite 
small. Right now it’s less than 10 % but it’s actually growing rapidly. Last 
year, our dairy growth was about double that of the bakery business.
mir: Why is the fact that most of your competitors in the bakery 
business are privately owned such a challenge?
vinita bali: Well, one of the things that characterizes the Indian busi-
ness person is that things like operating margins are less critical than 
the absolute money that the business ends up making. So, if my com-
pany is family-owned my concerns are different: if I’m making a billion 
rupees this year, and it drops to 700 million next year, it’s okay. I can 
take the volatility because the profit pool is just shared amongst five 
of my cousins and so on.
For us, this situation poses the question: do we want to be the tallest 
midget in terms of operating margins? And our answer is no. So that’s 
why I sometimes wish I was competing with some of the multi-nation-
als operating in this market because I think multi-nationals do under-
stand the importance of margins.
mir: And how do you handle this situation: how are you guiding 
Britannia through the crisis?
vinita bali: Britannia represents only one third of the market, so 
two-thirds of the market is still dominated by a large number of truly 
local players. In fact, there is only one local player that is national. If 
you go to the East, which is a very competitive market, there are 
about 350 manufacturers of biscuits. So our challenge really has been 
to continue to drive profitable growth, which means achieving a 
healthy increase in our top line, consolidated market share and gen-
erating a high operating margin. I can tell you, our operating margin 
is twice that of the industry profit pool. But to refer again to my anal-
ogy of midgets: we are the tallest midget but we don’t want to be a 
midget at all.
Our focus therefore is really on two things. One is to drive innova-
tion and margin enhancement through innovative and differentiat-
ed products, and the second is to really work on becoming a lean 
machine when it comes to cost. We have launched a pretty ambi-
tious initiative on cost reduction and this year we have set a target, 
which is significantly ahead of what we’ve delivered in the last three 
to four years.
mir: How are you able to do that?
vinita bali: We are looking at our procurement and our procurement 
strategy, our manufacturing footprint and how we are structured 
there, and we’re also looking at our go-to-market approach, distribu-
tion, freight, logistics, warehousing… I mean the full works. Over the 
last four years, we have set a cost reduction target every year which is 
2 % of our NSV (net sales value). And we have more or less delivered on 
that. But in future we want to reduce costs even more, which is quite a 
tall order. What this means is that there are no sacred cows. We are 
looking at everything that needs to be changed.
mir: So, what I am hearing is that the economic crisis has given you a 
reason to look harder at your cost structure and improve on things. Is 
that fair to say?
vinita bali: Yes, I would say that the crisis is one more reason to 
streamline our business. It created more impetus than there would 
have been otherwise.
mir: You have been able to create a very strong brand with Britannia. 
I hear that Britannia is the ninth most trusted brand in India.
vinita bali: Seventh, actually! Across all brands and all categories. 
We were the number one food brand in India and became the number 
two food brand last year, when we were overtaken by a brand of salt, 
which is classified as food. In a consumer democracy we accept that 
verdict!
mir: So you created one of India’s most iconic brands. What are the 
challenges of holding on and maintaining the stature of the brand?
vinita bali: I’m certainly not going to take all the credit for the brand 
Britannia. I think Britannia has been reasonably well-managed over the 
years. It is a brand which is about 93 years old. And I think the affilia-
tion and affinity that people have with the brand is to a large extent 
also due to the kind of products we make. We make products for the 
belly of India. We are not the Dean and Deluca of India.
mir: Are you addressing specific target groups or would you describe 
Britannia as a brand for all Indians alike? 
vinita bali: We certainly have products that cater to the middle of 
India, the uppermost, and the base of the pyramid. We also operate in 
categories where consumers make decisions quite frequently so our 
products have a high velocity. Take, for example, our bread business: 
the reason I want this in my portfolio is because it is something that 
consumers buy every day and if I make a conscious choice every morn-
ing when I wake up that I want Britannia bread rather than any other 
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bread, that’s great in terms of brand building. It’s a bit of an unconven-
tional way of thinking about brand building. It’s not about advertising 
and hoardings/billboards and so on. But that is our promise to the 
consumer. And we’ve kind of added to that through a string of prod-
ucts that we’ve launched not just in the bakery portfolio but also in 
the dairy portfolio. The second thing that makes our brand so special 
is that no matter what they are, our products are affordable, hugely 
accessible, and of a consistently high quality. 
mir: Could you explain why affordability and accessibility are so 
important?
vinita bali: Let me take accessibility fi rst. You could buy a Britannia 
product today in about three million outlets across the country, which 
is a lot. I think the only other category that would have a higher distri-
bution would be loose tea and cigarettes. So that’s on the one hand. 
On the other hand, we’ve got an entry price, even today, of two rupees 
(fi ve cents). The price goes up to 350 rupees (USD 8) for some prod-
ucts, but at two rupees, you get four biscuits. They are hygienically 
packed and can be consumed anywhere, at home or out of the house. 
They can be enjoyed by themselves or with a cup of tea or even a glass 
of water. Added to this, for two rupees, they are reasonably nutritious 
and fortifi ed with micro-nutrients. 
mir: So your brand is about being accessible and affordable and… 
nutritious?
vinita bali: Well, our company credo is that we care about healthy 
eating and healthy lifestyles. In Hindi, the encapsulation is really 
good; it is “Swasth Khao Tan Man Jagao”, which means something 
like “Eat healthily — and add life to life”. We were the fi rst company 
and actually we are still the only company in India, to have removed 
trans fats from all our biscuit products. There is a large part of India 
that doesn’t have enough food and there is a part of India that has 
enough food but it is not healthy food. Through work that we carried 
out for the United Nations as part of the World Food Programme we 
realized that biscuits are an excellent means of providing nutrition. 
So we fortifi ed our range with micro-nutrients. And the result is that 
50 % of what we sell today is fortifi ed with micro-nutrients: which is 
a different way of saying that, when you buy a two-rupee biscuit, 
you’re getting something which is good for you … and there aren’t 
very many other products that you can buy for two rupees that taste 
good and offer this nutritional value!
mir: You mentioned innovation at Britannia earlier. How important is 
innovation to Britannia and what are the mechanisms that you use to 
promote innovative culture at Britannia?
vinita bali: Innovation has been a huge area for us and, as I men-
tioned earlier, I look at innovation with a capital “I”: For us, innovation 
is anything that is capable of producing new value. So I don’t have to 
struggle with new product inventions. 
Let me give you an example: we asked “how can we change biscuits 
from grocery items that a mother buys to an individual consumption 
item that a child, teenager or young adult would buy with their pocket 
money?”. When you buy a 100 g pack with about 17 biscuits it is not 
a personal consumption pack. So we had to do something with the 
basic packaging.  We created a format which has three or four biscuits. 
The moment you put in three or four biscuits, you are completely 
changing the look and feel of a biscuit. If confectionary can be pre-
sented as an impulse purchase product by putting it in jars or mer-
chandising units, so can biscuits. So we started doing that for biscuits. 
» There are no sacred cows. 
We are looking at everything that 
needs to be changed. « 
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It’s a slightly unconventional way of thinking about innovation. But 
the yardstick we use is anything that is capable of generating new 
value.
mir: This is very interesting. Do you have some more examples of 
innovations for the Indian market?
vinita bali: There have been two or three vectors of innovation. One 
certainly is the product itself. So when I look at our health and nutri-
tion range, whether it is launching a high-fi ber digestive biscuit, or a 
fi ve-grain biscuit, adding things like jeera (cumin) into our crackers, or 
fortifying them with micro-nutrients: we have taken the core essence 
of the brand and embellished it with something meaningful to make it 
even more relevant to the consumer. 
I think the second part of innovation really has to do with the func-
tionality that we’ve achieved with some of our products in the dairy 
range. I’ve talked a lot about biscuits so let me give you examples from 
dairy. In dairy, we were the fi rst brand to say, we’re not just selling 
milk, we’re going to sell you milk which has no fat and no cholesterol. 
So it is doodh (milk) but it is also low fat doodh. We’re the market 
leaders in cheese, and we offer you a ‘Slimz’ cheese, which has 30 % 
less fat than normal cheese. We’ve created two products that are just 
being introduced to the market. One is called Actimind, which is spe-
cially formulated with ingredients that are known to increase mental 
sharpness — like choline, iodine and B vitamins etc., because dairy is 
also a good carrier.
Here’s another example of innovation: we’ve taken the big Tiger fran-
chise that we had in biscuits, and launched a “Tiger-Iron zor” milk, 
fortifi ed with iron and other ingredients — which is taking an estab-
lished brand in one category and extending it to a completely differ-
ent category. 
Then we have done a lot of work in an area that I call “new frontiers of 
technology”. We’ve looked at how we can make biscuits with less con-
sumption of heat and energy. So we’ve done a lot of work where we are 
capturing the heat generated during baking and re-using it in the oven. 
A big cost in a bakery is the oven, which is heated up to 350 degrees. 
And if you walk through a biscuit plant, it’s like being in a sauna, be-
cause all that heat is escaping into the atmosphere. 
mir: Who comes up with all these innovations? Is innovation centralized?
vinita bali: We’ve got an innovation center which is based in Chen-
nai. It has three areas: the dairy and the bakery innovation center 
which are all mini plants, so we can actually do a small commercial run 
for each of these products. And we’ve got a technology and design 
center which explores how we can use new technologies to produce 
better quality products at a lower cost. And if you look at our annual 
report, you will know that the energy we use to produce a ton of bis-
cuits has actually fallen pretty signifi cantly over the years.
mir: That sounds very progressive to me. Are there any other examples 
of technological innovation?
vinita bali: We’ve looked at the application of technology by asking, 
“how do I increase productivity by mechanizing a lot of what we do 
here?”. In India, traditionally the thinking was that labor is cheap. So if 
you need to put another new pack on the market, you simply hire a 
few more workers for that job. However, we have been mechanizing a 
large number of manual processes.
» If I make a conscious choice every 
morning when I wake up that I want Britannia 
bread rather than any other bread, 
that’s great in terms of brand building. « 
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We have looked at areas like bringing down the amount of time that 
is required. Every biscuit has a design on it. So our technology guys 
have figured out a way of going from artwork to a biscuit in less than 
48 hours. And that’s the application of technology. We have mecha-
nized a lot of the processes like bulk handling of flour and so on to 
reduce wastage. So, there is innovation in terms of products and 
packaging, innovation in technology and also some business model 
innovation.
mir: In a market like India, how important do you consider market  
intelligence or market research? 
vinita bali: I think market intelligence, information, consumer in-
sights and interpretation of those consumer insights are very, very im-
portant, for obvious reasons, and I would just like to underscore a few. 
One is that we have a very competitive market out there. The second 
thing, really, is that the cost of failure, like in every other market, is 
quite high. Thirdly, I think that, if companies are going to build their 
future on differentiation, then driving that wedge between under-
standing what is generally acceptable and what can be differentiated 
and marketed differently becomes very important. Fourthly, some un-
derstanding of a return on marketing investment also becomes very 
important because media is increasingly fragmented. Communication 
channels are becoming more varied. The impact therefore becomes 
critical. And in competitive markets it becomes all the more important 
to understand the impact of consumer promotions in the marketplace, 
of a new media campaign, a new pack launch, etc. 
mir: Could you tell us how Britannia uses market research to gather 
information about markets, customers and so on?
vinita bali: We do a great deal of work on the basis of an innovation 
funnel which we call “from concept to commercialization”. We go 
through various stages with consumers to sift through a large number 
of ideas and bring them down to what really matters. So there are 
two or three core areas of research which range from proprietary work 
on the one hand, to syndicated data on off-take etc., which is carried 
out by Nielsen, on the other.
mir: This data you’re talking about… is it store off-take data?
vinita bali: It is retail off-take data. Then there is consumer house-
hold panel data on household purchases. We carry out some continu-
ous consumer tracking for our brands and conduct advertising effec-
tiveness studies to evaluate the impact of new campaigns, among 
other things. So there is ongoing research and custom research and 
then there are research protocols that we’ve worked on over the last 
few years. These deal with questions like: how do we go from concept 
to commercialization? And what kinds of information are required? 
What data would support that? To get that data we use some market 
simulations, such as BASES tests etc.. Personally, I think it’s too sim-
plistic to rely on this, but at least it gives some indication. I’d rather go 
and pilot out a product in one market, because that produces real, 
hard core data, which is empirical. 
mir: Have you carried out such pilots or test markets?
vinita bali: Oh yes! Both products I mentioned before, Actimind and 
Tiger Iron-zor Milk, are in pilots. We go in and look at experience in the 
market, together with what we are investing in the mix and what the 
off-takes etc. are. To me it’s a much more robust measure. As a result 
of that pilot, we correct what needs to be corrected — whether it is 
the communication or the product or the concept or the pricing or 
whatever, before we launch at national level. I also think it’s a good 
way to mitigate our risk.
mir: What are some of the differences in conducting market research  
in emerging markets like India?
» In India, traditionally the thinking was that 
labor is cheap. So if you need to put  
another new pack on the market, you simply 
hire a few more workers for that job.  
However, we have been mechanizing a large 
number of manual processes. « 
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vinita bali: I think it’s more in the nuances and what people believe 
in. For example, we carry out pre-tracking and post-tracking measure-
ment, so the concept is the same. But I have certainly found that in 
India in general, not just at Britannia, there is a greater reliance on 
qualitative rather than quantitative research. However, I don’t want to 
portray a situation where there is no quant because we do place em-
phasis on quantification. It’s also harder to conduct modeling work in 
India, because there is a reliance on a large number of individual kirana 
shops giving us information. It’s not like going to a Kroger or a Sains-
bury’s and looking at their database, which captures almost 80 % of 
purchases. There’s nothing like that available in India; even organized 
retailers are not organized enough to actually share their data. So 
typically, a lot of the information that we’re getting on products, still 
comes directly from consumers.
So I think the things we attempt to measure are not different, but how 
we go about measuring them is different. The difference is in terms of 
the structure of the market, the structure of the information and what 
is available and what is not available.
mir: Can you give us some specific examples of how market research 
has helped you in making some important decisions, such as launching 
a product or a media campaign?
vinita bali: Oh, lots of examples … usually most of our advertising 
campaigns come out of pretty good research on the brand, its posi-
tion, its imagery etc. Very often we take advertising concepts and test 
them with consumers, to either eliminate or refine the concepts. So 
there’s a lot of pre-testing of advertising and certainly there’s a huge 
post-evaluation, which is qualitative as well as quantitative. Especially 
if we’re launching something which is building a new category like 
Actimind, there is a lot of work involved in refining the concept, includ-
ing the packaging and overall communication.
We consider it important to visit consumers at home and talk to them, 
and this is not done by some agency. All our Brand Managers are re-
quired to spend a certain proportion of their time in the market, as 
well as talking to consumers at home, or at the shopping place. We’re 
doing a lot of work right now, not just in terms of understanding con-
sumer behavior, but also understanding shopper behavior.
mir: There is a lot of talk about multinational firms understanding  
the needs of the bottom of the pyramid. Do you see your products as 
addressing the bottom of the pyramid? 
vinita bali: Obviously in a country like India, with a population of 1.1 
billion, you will attract people at every price point. Now there are Indi-
ans who are buying Lamborghinis, and there are Indians who want to 
buy a Tata Nano (small, inexpensive Indian car). And that’s the beauty 
of operating in a market like India: irrespective of price points, there 
will always be consumers. Obviously, the lower the price point, the 
greater the number of consumers. And we are a country where many 
people buy little and often, which actually adds up to a lot.
Our per capita consumption of everything is lower than that of every 
other country in the world, including emerging economies. So we’re 
lower than Sri Lanka, we’re lower than Vietnam. And that is because 
affordability is really a key issue in this country. It determines fre-
quency of consumption, purchase and the velocity with which things 
move. So frankly, to me, the bottom of the pyramid is a difficult 
one … let’s be clear, if 40 % of this country is below the poverty line, 
no matter what you do, they are not going to buy your sachet or 
anything really. The task there is to lift them above this poverty line 
but that is another issue. I think that’s something we just need to 
recognize. Even if they buy, they do so infrequently and it is there-
fore not going to sustain the business anyway. But there are many 
people at the base of the pyramid too and they are very much part of 
our audience and user base.
» The things we attempt to measure  
are not different, but how we go about  
measuring them is different.  
The difference is in terms of the structure  
of the market, the structure of the  
information and what is available and  
what is not available. « 
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mir: Very rarely do we meet someone who has worked in five 
continents. You started your career in India, then worked in England, 
Africa, the US, and Latin America. You have spanned the globe and 
run businesses in all these countries. So… how does that relate to 
working in an emerging market like India? Which past experiences help 
you on a daily basis in terms of operating in an emerging market? 
What are the differences in operating in an emerging market like India?
vinita bali: I think it’s an interesting question. I worked outside of 
India over two periods, for almost 18 years in total. The second time I 
left India was in 1991, and I returned in 2005. And for me, the biggest 
surprise was that the India I left and the India I came back to were two 
different countries in a variety of ways. Economic growth and prog-
ress have the consequence that a country becomes far more confi -
dent, optimistic and hopeful, and the people of India started to believe 
that the future belongs to them. There was a great deal of overt and 
palpable change, whether it was in the kinds of cars that people were 
driving, the homes they were living in or the food they were eating. 
When I was growing up, there were not that many brands of anything. 
You look at the plethora of choices that are available to people in India 
today. Not just in urban but also in rural India. I think India represents 
a microcosm of the world. 
mir: What do you mean by that?
vinita bali: On the one hand, we are moving towards what is typi-
cally referred to as organized retail: large format stores where consum-
ers walk through the aisles picking up what they need, which is not the 
India I grew up in, certainly. At that time there was the kirana (small 
retail store) next door, where you called up and placed an order. There 
weren’t that many brands of toothpaste or whatever you had to buy 
and things were delivered to the house. That still happens by the way, 
because in a country like India, multiple centuries exist simultaneously. 
You go to some of the remote villages in India and it seems as though 
nothing has changed. The bullock cart is still the major form of trans-
portation although some of the owners are now talking on cell phones. 
Then there is the “other” India, where people are driving BMWs, and 
statistics claim that Ludhiana (district capital in the Indian state of 
Punjab) has the highest per capita ownership of Mercedes for instance. 
And there’s something quite exciting about this picture. Right now, In-
dia is chaotic, full of opportunities and full of challenges. I draw on ev-
erything that I’ve seen and learnt across continents and businesses, 
maybe not in a very organized and overt way, but I certainly do. So if 
we look at organized retail, we’re one of the fi rst few companies to look 
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at concepts like category management, negotiating terms of trade 
with large format stores, and understanding shopper behavior.
mir: Can you think of other experiences that have helped?
vinita bali: The shelf profitability which I was exposed to when I 
worked in the UK and in North America for example, but I was also 
confronted with chaos in various markets — the most chaotic market 
I’ve ever worked in was Nigeria. And I think some of the categories I’ve 
worked in have also helped. For instance, the example that I gave you, 
of taking our existing biscuits, putting three biscuits in a pack, and 
creating the context of impulse purchase… To my mind this is an 
adapted innovation.
mir: Obviously “thinking differently than before” is very important. 
How did you implement this new marketing approach that you learnt 
in your previous assignments? 
vinita bali: I think that during the last four years we’ve brought 
more processes and systems into this company than ever existed be-
fore. And that entire process orientation was something I learnt in the 
USA. A company like Coca-Cola is successful because they’ve got this 
way of operating in 200 plus countries around the world. So, what is 
common that can be adapted across markets, what needs to be mar-
ket-specific? I think, it’s almost like — what should I say — …osmosis. 
You’ve experienced things, you know intuitively what might work. 
I haven’t really sat down and said okay, what did I learn in Nigeria? But 
I know these examples and these stories keep coming back. 
Another thing which I think the US does very well is differentiation in 
terms of people, the contribution they make and the rewards they 
get. So for the first time, we said: okay, if you are a super-duper per-
former in Britannia, you will get an increment which is three times 
higher than the average.
mir: One final question, Vinita. You have been named The Economic 
Times’s 2009 Business Woman of the Year. You’ve become a part of the 
breed of women leading great enterprises around the world. What ad-
vice would you give to young women aspiring to get into management?
vinita bali: The advice I would give to women and men is not very 
different. I think my own personal experience suggests that at times, 
we attach too much importance to things like gender inequality. I 
want to be very clear — I’m not saying it doesn’t exist. I’ve experi-
enced it myself directly and indirectly. The way to deal with it is to say, 
okay, this is what it is, and to go after the things that you can influence 
and change and not sit on the periphery. 
So, I think the whole debate on gender has to give way to a debate on 
competencies. And this will happen in two ways. Firstly both genders 
have to change. I think as far as women are concerned, we have to 
come in there saying, it’s going to be an equal playing field. And I am 
going  to demonstrate, through my effectiveness and my competen-
cies, that I am the best person for the job, and my gender is less impor-
tant than what I’m able to do.
Secondly, I also think we have to have what I would call some “renais-
sance men” in senior positions in management who will make the 
same call, and say that skilled people have to be given equal opportu-
nities. Women should not get more opportunities because they are 
women and equally, your caste, class or color should not affect the op-
portunities you are offered. I think, once you equalize opportunities 
everything else is a matter of competence … in other words: don’t let 
gender or any other difference get in the way.
I think companies and managers must make those decisions. They 
have to take an attitude which says: I don’t care where that person 
comes from, what their accent is, what their gender is, what their x y z 
is. I am looking at a certain set of competencies, both individual com-
petencies, leadership behavior etc. and if anybody of any caste, creed, 
color, nationality or accent has those competencies, then there has to 
be equality of opportunity. Then, let meritocracy take over.
mir: Thank you Vinita for taking the time to share your thoughts and 
experiences. We wish you the best in taking Britannia to new heights.  •
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